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The State and 
Exterminating Violence
In Search of a Formulation of the Elemental 
Structure of Genocide
The focus of this text is genocide. Reference to other terms like massacre and ethnic cleansing has the sole objective of delimit-
ing genocide by way of contrast. I do 
not begin with previously established 
classifications and definitions, nor 
with the major dominant examples 
in the literature on the subject, focus-
sing instead on non-habitual examples, 
and even minor ones. By analysing and 
comparing these examples I seek to for-
mulate general principles of genocide 
and other forms of violence. 
The first example is set in Mexico: “Six 
members of the same family were exe-
cuted in their home, where there were 
also six children between the ages of 
four and ten years old. The gunmen 
had the children taken from their beds 
and shut inside a room, ordering the 
six adults onto their knees in the living 
room, where they were killed with a 
gunshot to the head. The children were 
left unharmed, though they had to be 
treated for panic attacks.” (La Jornada, 
December 12, 2009, p. 12).
The second example is set in Iraq, 
where what was said to be an Al-
Qaeda contingent murdered twenty-
four Sunnis in two different homes. 
In the first home, “they ordered the 
adults to go upstairs, while the chil-
dren stayed downstairs. They told them 
not to worry. Once they were on the 
upper floor, all the adults were shot, 
leaving the children crying and shak-
ing in fear.” In the second house “they 
separated the children from the adults 
and, once they had them upstairs, they 
slit the throats of three men and two 
women.” (El País, April 4, 2010, p. 5).
The assassins, the victims and the 
reasons were different in both cases, 
though the clear distinction between 
the spaces of the homes shows the clear 
differentiation made between genera-
tions, between procreators and procre-
ated. The first are murdered, the second 
group are left alive. This is the common 
feature the two cases share. 
The third and fourth examples are 
from Mexico. Poniatowska writes of 
the assassination of a popular leader: 
“Revolutionary outbreaks after the 
This article discusses different aspects 
of genocide. Firstly, examination of 
minor and more infrequent cases in the 
literature is used to show the general or 
unvarying characteristics of genocide 
and massacre. Next, we examine the 
transformation of the state apparatus 
that plans and carries out genocide 
through the secrecy, dissimulation and 
exceptional nature that characterise its 
operations. Finally, the article focuses on 
genocide denial through recourse to the 
ethnic factor. 
El text tracta diversos aspectes del 
genocidi. Per mitjà de l’anàlisi de casos 
menors i no habituals en la literatura es 
posen de relleu propietats generals o 
invariants del genocidi i la massacre. 
S’analitza a continuació la transformació 
de l’aparell de l’estat que planifica i 
executa un genocidi a causa del secret, 
la dissimulació i l’excepcionalitat que 
caracteritzen el seu funcionament. 
Finalment, es fa referència a la negació 
del genocidi mitjançant el recurs al factor 
ètnic.
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1910 Revolution, no matter what 
they involved, have always been cut 
short by the police and the army. Rubén 
Jaramillo, who was from Morelos like 
Emiliano Zapata, was murdered in 
1962 together with his wife Epifania, 
in an advanced state of pregnancy, 
along with three of their children, one 
week after he had been embraced by the 
then President of the Republic, Adolfo 
López Mateos.” (1981: 144)1 Then the 
fourth example: “... the paramilitary 
troops thought they would eliminate 
our seed, and not only have we not 
disappeared, but our Lord father and 
mother has given us wings with which 
to fly”, proclaimed a man represent-
ing an association called The Bees in an 
homage to 21 women, 15 children and 
9 men assassinated in Acteal, Chiapas, 
on December 22, 1997 (La Jornada, 
December 23, 2009, p. 26).
There are significant differences as 
well between these two cases. In the 
first example, the perpetrators belong 
to the formal apparatus of the state, 
while in the second case both assassins 
and victims are indigenous people. 
In spite of this the case is not turned 
into an ethnic conflict, since the state 
utilizes indigenous people, militariz-
ing or arming them to fight against 
indigenous social movements. The 
examples indicate the extermination 
of a family, including an unborn child, 
and a massacre of almost three times 
more women and children than men, 
giving us an idea of the huge dispro-
portion of power between perpetra-
tors and victims. 
The difference in relation to the first 
two cases is that the perpetrators of 
the massacres do not differentiate 
between generations, to the point of 
showing even more violence towards 
the younger generation than their pro-
creators. The elimination of offspring 
here symbolizes a break in the continu-
ity of the group in question. 
When we compare these four cases, 
we see that the generational variable, 
that is, the distinction between adults 
and non-adults, is meaningful in the 
first two cases while not in the last two. 
The position of the cases in relation to 
the generational variable is symmetric 
and inverse.
The two final cases point symbolically 
and in reality to the extermination of 
the family or local group. The mas-
sacre is an attack against the structure 
of procreation; that is, the members of 
the following generation are also killed 
Genocide does not discriminate anybody, since it seeks to ensure that in the future there will not be any type of reproduction of the 
causes that brought it about. GETTY IMAGES
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for having been born to their given 
parents. This is thus the meaningful 
difference in relation to the first two 
cases. 
Massacre and Genocide
The first two cases exemplify massa-
cres, while the final two demonstrate 
the logic of genocide. They represent 
micro-genocides. Genocide kills pro-
creators and the procreated, the latter 
being included for being the children 
of the former, and because they repre-
sent a guarantee of future reproduc-
tion of their procreators. Genocide 
seeks to make a definitive break in the 
genealogical chain and thus suppress 
the reproduction of a group. Geno-
cide lasts a relatively short period of 
time, though its objective is to have an 
everlasting impact. Sémelin defines it 
as “the total eradication of a collective 
defined according to the criteria of the 
persecutor.” (2002: 490). Yet perhaps 
the idea of totality as applied to geno-
cide refers to the fact of eliminating 
the procreative structure, rather than 
the totality understood in numerical 
terms, always dependent upon a clas-
sification system and inherent ambi-
guities.
What is involved in the step from the 
idea of an enemy and his death, to that 
of the extermination of his progeny 
and his identity? The answer is the 
coincidence of exclusion, stigma and 
dehumanization. For Sémelin, a mas-
sacre is preceded by an operation of 
the spirit that involves “a way of seeing 
an ‘other’ stigmatizing him, lowering 
him and annihilating him, before in 
fact killing him.” (2005: 25). All of this 
implies his death, but not the idea of 
attacking his “root”. This idea comes 
about when thinking in terms of pro-
creation, when killing him absolutely 
cannot be thought of without also 
thinking about the elimination of his 
progeny. A powerful image of procrea-
tion is found in the “seed”, mentioned 
in the example from Acteal, Chiapas, 
which for many cultures expresses the 
idea of procreation and the continuity 
of the family or group.2 In Cambodia 
during the genocide, at the extermina-
tion camp of Tuol Sleng, entire families 
were killed, something conceived as 
“pulling out the plant from its root”. 
The justification of the extermination 
of a group’s capacity for procreation 
could invoke future protection from 
such procreation. According to Peter 
Longerich, author of a biography of 
Himmler, this latter once wrote: “I did 
not have the right to exterminate only 
men and let the children grow up and 
take revenge upon our children and 
grandchildren.”3 It was thus, in August 
1941, that he also ordered the shooting 
of Jewish women and children.
There is an important difference in the 
four examples with regards to those 
perpetrating the acts. From what can 
be deduced from the context of the 
news stories, in the first Mexican 
case the assassins were the hired guns 
of a drug trafficking ring, acting in 
the context of a conflict with a rival 
group, while in the Iraqi case, they 
were members of an insurgent group 
fighting against collaborators of the 
state and invading forces. As for the 
final two examples, the perpetrators 
belong to the regular or irregular army 
of the Mexican State. State power and 
the attack against procreation are 
united in these two micro examples. 
This is highly interesting, in that it 
demonstrates that genocide is not just 
a question of scale, but a basic struc-
ture that is repeated regardless of the 
magnitude of the phenomenon.
The attack on the procreative capac-
ity of the group to be exterminated or 
wiped out can take on forms other than 
assassination itself. One of these actions 
involves stealing the progeny and later 
denying its original identity, so as to 
convert it into an “other”, as with the 
case of the “stolen generations” of Aus-
tralian aboriginals, the children stolen 
by the Nazi regime in Poland, and with 
the Argentina dictatorship. In each of 
these examples, turning progeny into 
something else meant different things: 
a civilized person; a Germanized mem-
ber of the Aryan race or a member of 
the group; or even a member of a fam-
ily of murderers. The kidnapping and 
theft of children of the group in ques-
tion could be covered up by means of 
the formula of adoption. In these three 
cases, “adoption” becomes a perverse 
practice, sharing in the very purpose 
of the kidnapping: the disappearance 
of the group by means of the action 
of erasing or distorting the identity of 
the youngest members of the group 
(Frigolé, 2009).
For Feierstein genocide is “a specific 
modality of destruction and reor-
ganization of social relationships” 
(2007: 26). Kinship relationships are 
grounded around the question of pro-
creation, and its destruction causes an 
enormous impact on survivors’ iden-
tities. Mujawayo, a female survivor 
of the Rwanda genocide, expresses it 
this way: “Who are you when you are 
no longer the sister, the daughter, the 
wife, the niece, the aunt of someone 
else. You find yourself in an affective 
void, in a kind of life where you do 
not exist, since you no longer belong 
to yourself. You are here, but who are 
you here with? You have nobody with 
you.” (2008: 142).
Let me propose the following defini-
tion: “ … genocide is the result of a 
ONE OF THE 
EXPRESSIONS OF 
GENOCIDAL INTENTION 
IS THE DESTRUCTION 
OF FAMILY TIES AND 
THE SYSTEM OF 
PROCREATION
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plan conceived by a State authority and 
directly or indirectly executed by the 
State apparatus … with the objective of 
eliminating a population or a human 
group as a category within a classi-
fication system referred to human, 
national, political, etc., diversity. The 
criteria and categories of this classifica-
tion system are established from spe-
cific “theories” or ideologies adopted by 
the political authority. At a symbolic 
level, genocide pretends to be total, 
but as a historical process is subject to 
the action of predictable and unpre-
dictable factors, including the victims’ 
capacity to resist. Genocide implies an 
attack on the human group’s reproduc-
tion in all its possible ways and in this 
context, the attack on the procreation 
system becomes a crucial mechanism. 
The attack on the procreation system 
is the most explicit expression of the 
genocidal intentionality.” (Frigolé, 
2008: 26)
In line with the first examples offered 
here, I propose the following defini-
tion of “massacre”: “a collective though 
selective slaughter of defenceless peo-
ple.” Sémelin defines massacre as “an 
organized process of destruction of 
civilians.” (2002: 486). In the earlier 
examples, the generational variable is 
what determines the selective charac-
ter of the massacre. The gender vari-
able could also determine the selective 
character of a massacre in the case of 
femicide. 
The State, Legitimate Violence 
and Illegitimate Violence
According to Weber, the state is “the 
agent with the monopoly on legitimate 
violence in society. Individual or sectar-
ian violence is illegitimate.” (Gellner, 
1988: 70). The repressive policy of the 
state towards the population can adopt 
a normative institutional model or not. 
When repressive practices are placed 
on the edge and/or are contrary to the 
regulating norms established by the 
state itself, we are faced with a phenom-
enon given the name state terrorism, 
and when violence on the part of the 
repressive apparatus of the state, which 
should be regulated and under control, 
no longer has such characteristics, we 
are speaking of impunity. 
A term that should be related to gen-
ocide is war, which can be defined 
in many ways: irregular, dirty, low 
intensity, undeclared, fratricidal, and 
so on. Genocide can be thought of as 
a by-product of war. As early as the 
Biblical tale, war often involves the 
“holy extermination” of the defeated. 
Lemkin coined the term genocide in 
the context of Nazi Germany’s occu-
pation of Europe during the Second 
World War. War with genocide is a 
qualitatively different reality from war 
without genocide.
The protection of its citizens requires 
a number of previsions on the part of 
the state, but the elimination of citizens 
does as well. The objective of exter-
mination determines changes in state 
organization: new organisms and the 
redefinition of existing ones, new rules 
and a new language. The hierarchy and 
division of powers of the state are regu-
lated by public legal norms, though the 
goal of extermination obliges the appa-
ratus of the state to move into the realm 
of secrecy and concealment. This is not 
an informal terrain, but rather highly 
formal and regulated, however secret 
it may be. Concealment enables the 
later negation of the facts. Repression 
tends to be public, since it is dissuasive 
and exemplifying, even reaching lev-
els of terror, but extermination as an 
end in itself is inconfessable and, for 
this reason, is carried out in secret or 
is disguised. 
Let us consider the example of the exter-
mination carried out by the Argentine 
military dictatorship. According to 
Jacobo Timerman, head of the newspa-
per La Opinión, a navy official gave him 
a preview of the extermination in these 
words: “‘If we exterminate all of them, 
there will be fear for a few generations.’ 
‘What do you mean by all of them?’ 
‘All of them ... maybe twenty thou-
sand. And their family members along 
with them. They have to be wiped out 
along with those who can remember 
their names.’” (2000: 68). In order to 
carry out their objective, the military 
dictatorship created “a large network 
of forces for special tasks with branches 
spread out all over national territory”, 
that had as its objective the dismantling 
of guerrilla organizations and radical-
ized political opposition. In 1967, 
Major Masi had stated: “The best way 
to fight a guerrilla is with another guer-
rilla.” The slogan was echoed in the 
words of Brigadier Norberto Sciutto 
when he explained how imitation was 
the key to their success. “It was neces-
sary to combat the enemy with its own 
procedures … Total liberty was given 
to the special task forces, unlike what 
any unit of the conventional army had 
ever had, not even the forces involved 
in the counter-insurgency campaign in 
Tucumán … The men of the special 
task forces dressed in civilian clothing 
and moved around in cars without 
licence plates, often protected by the 
darkness of night … The majority of 
their objectives were not combatants, 
but rather historical members of the 
revolutionary Marxist political wing 
and revolutionary Peronism, or just 
as well workers, students and highly 
active union leaders. In general, the 
way of capturing them was by means 
of kidnapping rather than detainment. 
In the majority of cases they were not 
treated like suspects or prisoners of war, 
MAX WEBER OBSERVED 
THAT THE STATE IS 
“THE AGENT HOLDING 
THE MONOPOLY ON 
LEGITIMATE VIOLENCE 
WITHIN SOCIETY”
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nor were any charges laid against them, 
nor were they officially recognized as 
having been arrested by government 
forces. Quite simply, their trails were 
lost in any one of the hundreds of 
clandestine detainment centres.” (Rob-
ben, 2008: 228-29). Kidnapping and 
the stealing of the children of those 
arrested were activities also governed 
by the same pattern of illegality and 
clandestine action.
The disguise taken on by the Argentine 
military and police institutions during 
the dictatorship does not represent a spe-
cific, exclusive characteristic; rather, it is 
something shared with other states that 
have planned and carried out policies 
of extermination. The organizational 
camouflage –irregular army forces– and 
organizational language –codified, with 
changing significations– are key features 
of all genocides. They were used by the 
Extermination as an end in itself 
is inconfessable, which is why in Nazi 
Germany, the former Yugoslavia or 
Rwanda it was carried out in secret or was 
disguised.
Turkish state in the Armenian genocide, 
Nazi Germany in the Jewish genocide, 
Rwanda in the genocide of the Tutsis, 
the Yugoslav state in the Bosnian geno-
cide, and so on.
In responding to the historian Bernard 
Lewis, who denies the Armenian geno-
cide, Yves Ternon states that “genocide 
is a crime carried out in total secrecy” 
(Altounian, 1999: 523). The govern-
ment of the Young Turks, in carrying 
out the Armenian genocide, created 
“a secret extralegal corps called Spe-
cial Organization, whose mission was 
to organize a widespread massacre. 
It was made up mainly of convicted 
criminals who had been freed from 
prison, who were divided into units 
stationed in critical points along the 
deportation routes and the deportee 
camps in Syria.” (Adalian, 1997: 51). 
The deportation of the Armenians and 
the way it was carried out was a highly 
efficient instrument in their extermi-
nation. The government also created 
organizations like the Immigration 
Commission, whose goal was to ensure 
the expulsion and deportation of the 
Armenians, and a Commission to deal 
with their “abandoned” possessions. 
Organisms related to the deportation 
of the Armenians, which “officially 
were under the auspices of different 
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ministries, were all under the direction 
of the head of the Special Organiza-
tion and the Central Committee of the 
Young Turks.” (Kévorkian, 1999: 144).
The secrecy and concealment sur-
rounding the planning and execution 
phases of genocide adopt many forms, 
such as the use of irregular military 
forces, clandestine facilities, codified 
administrative language, the “absence” 
of the executor, the elimination of evi-
dence, and so on. Vidal-Naquet writes 
of the “absence of the executor” in rela-
tion to the Jewish genocide: “The gas 
chambers, which began to operate for 
the Jews in Auschwitz at the begin-
ning of 1942, were at the same time the 
crime weapon and the instrument of 
its denial. There is no paradox in this, 
since the gas chambers are an instru-
ment of anonymous death. Nobody is 
responsible. Nobody is the assassin. It 
is the situation brought on by Ulysses 
when he takes on the name Nobody 
and poor Polyphemus cries out that 
Nobody has blinded him. Who is the 
assassin? Is it the doctor who makes 
the selection, the häftling who leads 
the condemned mass, the SS that take 
Zyklon B to the gas chambers? Nobody 
is the executor, because everyone par-
ticipates in the death, which makes 
every denial possible.” (1995: 319-
320). This characteristic is congruent 
with extermination’s high degree of 
organization, which various writers 
have reflected upon in using the meta-
phor of the modern factory and the 
organization of the production line. 
Codified language assists in the process 
of cover-up and denial. The Nazis used 
terms like disinfect, treat, exploit, and 
so on, to describe the various opera-
tions the extermination process was 
segmented into. The term Sonderbe-
handlung or SB, that is, “special treat-
ment”, designated executions by means 
of the gas chamber4 and Leichenkeller, 
morgue, the gas chamber itself. 
In relation to the Jewish genocide, Hil-
berg has written the following: “The 
machinery of destruction, then, was 
structurally no different from organ-
ized German society as a whole. The 
machinery of destruction was the 
organized community in one of its 
special roles.” (Bauman, 2002: 33). 
The term “special” is repeated in rela-
tion to extermination policy: special 
organization, special tasks, special 
treatment, special roles. All genocides 
reflect society itself in the wider sense 
of the term (culture, the economy, the 
political system). This point is funda-
mental. No radically new principles, 
practices, gestures or names have to be 
invented; rather, already existing prin-
ciples, practices, gestures and names are 
shifted into a new domain and context. 
This displacement allows them to take 
on a new function and meaning. In the 
case of Germany, a capitalist industrial 
society, this is the model that is applied 
in the genocidal context. The “codi-
fied” vocabulary of the Nazis arises 
from the transference of principles, 
practices and gestures of the ordinary 
society overall to the specific labour 
of the camps and of extermination. It 
is not only an imperative of secrecy or 
the wielding of power to interpret or 
above all deceive; the same gestures in 
parallel contexts are unified by means 
of the same terms, to the point where 
we are required to set them apart by 
means of quotation marks. Bensoussan 
writes that “both for the assassins on 
the ground and those in the office, the 
genocide of the Jews was a job to do.” 
The word piece as applied to cadavers 
indicated dehumanization, yet above 
all this is seen in the way the procedures 
and objectives of the factory produc-
tion system were transferred into the 
realm of genocide.
STATE VIOLENCE 
CONSISTS IN 
ATTACKING THE 
INTEGRITY OF THE 
BODY BY MEANS OF 
TORTURE AND MURDER
Violence and the Body
State violence attacks the integrity of the 
body by means of torture and assassina-
tion. Fatal violence can be accompanied 
by the presence of the corpse or involve its 
disappearance. This latter takes on various 
modes: burial in secret graves, cremation, 
throwing bodies into the sea, and so on. If 
the corpse is not made to disappear, two 
different and opposing situations could 
arise, clearly distinguished by the ques-
tion of respect or lack of respect towards 
the body. The humiliation or profanation of 
the body could be compatible with keep-
ing it intact, or could just as well lead to it 
being cut into pieces. A recent example 
of the former case: after the murder of a 
Mexican drug lord on the part of the military, 
his cadaver was exhibited with the trousers 
dropped and the body covered with bank-
notes. A recent example of the second 
case: the pieces of bodies floating down 
a river in Colombia, humble young men 
assassinated by the military, accusing them 
of having been guerrilla fighters.
What relationship can be established 
between the treatment of corpses and the 
modes of violence here described? The 
policy of extermination of a group does not 
end with the assassination of its members, 
as it lasts beyond their death in the treat-
ment of their bodies. The physical disap-
pearance of corpses or their disfiguration 
through quartering becomes a metaphor 
of total extermination.
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Geopolitics is a key feature in the negation of a genocide such as that perpetrated 
against Australian aboriginals, unrecognized until recently by Australian society and 
authorities. PHOTOAISA
The Ethnic Factor and Denial  
of Genocide
John Bowen states that “descriptive 
anthropological categories like ethnic 
conflict, genocide, indigenous people, do 
not only condition any investigation; 
they also send messages to a wider 
audience regarding how science can 
explain underlying reality, the basic 
causes and historical roots of group 
violence. Such audiences include ‘our’ 
governments, as well as the population 
implicated in conflicts and the interna-
tional organizations seeking to resolve 
them.” (Bowen, 2002 b: 394).
A basic reason to oppose use of the term 
ethnic cleansing, beyond its origin itself 
(Frigolé, 2008), is that it presents eth-
nic groups as the basic units of society, 
while in fact societies are made up of 
diverse and highly pluralistic overlap-
ping realities and identities, with loyal-
ties that balance each other out. Bowen 
sets out three erroneous premises in 
relation to ethnicity: “First, that ethnic 
identities are ancient and unchanging; 
second, that these identities motivate 
people to persecute and kill; and third, 
that ethnic diversity itself inevitably 
leads to violence.” (Bowen, 2002 a: 
324). In relation to the first premise, 
a black South African intellectual, 
in referring to the changes brought 
on by colonization, stated: “We lost 
our humanity and gained ethnicity.” 
(Comaroff, 1994: 207). Well-known 
South African ethnic identities like the 
Zulu were forged in that period. In 
Rwanda they were the result of two 
systems superimposed from the out-
side: one was the Biblical tale of how 
peoples spread out over the earth, while 
the other had to do with the European 
feudal system that divides people into 
lords and vassals, mutually reinforcing 
the other’s role.
The ethnic model is used to justify 
genocide, presenting it as a deriva-
tion of tribal conflicts, though it can 
also be used to deny it, as seen in the 
following example: “Joaquim Vall-
majó was a priest from the town of 
Navata who was killed in Rwanda 
in the course of a massacre. A mad 
spree of blood and hatred broke out 
between the Tutsi and Hutu ethnic 
groups, and the two parts carried out 
mass assassinations.”(5) This is a fla-
grant negationist interpretation of the 
genocide. It was the state apparatus, 
governed by a single party and not 
an ethnic group, which planned and 
drove forward the massacres. Jean 
Pierre Chrétien, a French specialist, 
describes the Rwanda political system 
that planned the genocide as “tropi-
cal Nazism”. The denial of genocide is 
equivalent to a second massacre. Mag-
nifying the murder of a missionary 
by means of a denial of the genocide 
of eight hundred thousand or more 
Rwandans is not fair to his memory 
or to the victims of genocide.
Genocides take place in specific places 
and times, though perception and 
assessment of them evolves as time 
moves forward. What happens next 
does not only depend upon “the fact 
in itself”, but upon local, national and 
international contexts. Recognition 
and evaluation of genocides occurs in 
function of many contributions and 
efforts, such as the creation of images, 
studies, celebrations, polemics, spread 
of knowledge, and so on. Geopolitics, 
that is, the interests of powerful states, 
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is a key feature in the recognition or 
negation of genocide. Kiernan (2002) 
demonstrates the geopolitical reasons 
for a double negation –that of the 
genocide of Australian aboriginals and 
of the population of East Timor– on 
the part of successive governments and 
conservative intellectuals in Australia.
Becoming aware of the occurrence of 
genocide is a slow process. In this sense, 
Vidal-Naquet points out that “the pro-
cess whereby historians themselves 
became aware of the specificity of the 
Jewish genocide in the context of the 
Second World War was not immediate. 
The war against the Jews shifted from 
the periphery to the centre of reflec-
tion on the Second World War after 
a long period of incubation.” (1995: 
330). Sémelin argues that the recep-
tion and recognition of a genocide “is 
constructed gradually, it is propagated 
little by little, finding resistances there 
and there, finally showing itself to be 
an unarguable truth.” (2005: 184). n
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